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THE FUNCTION OF PHILOSOPHY AS AN ACADEMIC 

DISCIPLINE 

IT is a deplorable fact that the department of philosophy does 
not usually occupy the place in our universities that it ought to 
have. It does not command the confidence of the other depart- 
ments, but is regarded with dislike and distrust. Nor do the stu- 
dents, as a rule, think more highly of it; while in the mind of the 
general public philosophic thinking is a synonym for futility. This 
can not be remedied unless there comes to prevail generally among 
teachers of philosophy an altered conception of their proper work. 
The difficulty is, it is true, complicated by the diversity of views as 
to the nature of philosophy itself. Some think that philosophy is a 
synthesis of science, and results from the putting together of the 
results of special researches in all realms; that its task is the unifi- 
cation and organization of knowledge. Others contend that it has 
its own special sphere, and identify it with logic, epistemology, 
ethics, or metaphysics. Upon this controversy, of course, I offer 
no new arguments; I merely mention the subject for the purpose of 
explicitly admitting that all these disciplines are important, and 
that researches ought to be carried on in all these provinces with the 
utmost energy. I do not insist that they fall within the realm of 
science, although I really think so, and am even willing that all of 
them shall be called philosophy. It is enough for my purpose to 
make the point that in university teaching the emphasis should not 
be upon any of these, but that philosophy should magnify its uni- 
fying and synthetic function. 

In dealing with the student it has a perfectly definite task to 
perform. This task is that of helping him to organize the content 
of his mind, and to attain to a comprehensive world-view. If the 
mind is to grow as it should, two things are essential: there must 
be some scheme by which the mental life can be organized, and this 
scheme must be flexible, capable of revision. A great many enter 
college without any general theory of life, and they there acquire a 
certain amount of information in detached masses: but failing to 
find any means of coordinating and relating together the things they 
learn, they finish their formal education with their mental content 
almost as unorganized and jumbled together as when they began it. 
Others bring with them a philosophy in the shape of a religious 
theory ; but since this theory seems to them essentially inflexible and 
not easily adjusted to facts which can not be doubted, it is reluc- 
tantly surrendered. The result is a sense of loss which is deeply 
felt, but not easily avowed. Others still retain their childhood view 
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with great tenacity, but, not being able to find in it a place for the 
new facts, carefully keep it separate and apart. Here, too, there 
is a deplorable schism in the inner life. The man is never wholly 
there in his thinking on any subject. When the facts of science 
and the cherished theory of life are felt not to agree, not only does 
the mind fail of happiness, but it also necessarily fails to attain the 
highest development and efficiency. 

To whom, then, in his real need, can the student look for help 
except to the teacher of philosophy ? A tentative world-view is neces- 
sary in order that one's isolated bits of information may be brought 
into relation. One needs a place in which to put the things he learns. 
Such an organization as results from the formation of a provisional 
scheme, a flexible theory of the world, is a necessary condition of 
the normal unfolding of the mental life. The best method of meet- 
ing this need only experience can determine. Whatever plan is 
used, provision must be made for revision. The ideal organization 
of the mental content is a sort of republic which can grow both by 
the development of its component states and by the admission of 
new states. In such a unitary world-view the sciences would have 
their places, and the cosmic outlook would alter as these sciences 
grow. Spencer's ideal of philosophy would then be the guiding 
star: "Science is partially unified knowledge: philosophy is com- 
pletely unified knowledge." T. H. Green's definition is equally 
good: "Philosophy is a progressive effort toward a fully articulated 
conception of the world as rational." As such it is a process, a 
series of approximations extending through the whole period of 
mental development. But without some comprehensive theory to 
start with, how can such a development begin? The man who is to 
pass through an ideal intellectual career must constantly reorganize 
his thinking, but he can not even enter upon such a career without 
some provisional organization. The view here advanced is that it 
is the specific and primary business of the philosophic department 
to assist the student to that unification of his mental life, to that 
organization which is the condition of growth. 

Now, the philosopher can not do this work if he is himself merely 
a specialist, if he is absorbed in the technical criticism of minor 
matters in logic or psychology, or in epistemological quibbles. What- 
ever be his special training, he should be one of the broadest men in 
the university. Ideally, he should have a good foundation in one 
of the physical sciences— physics, for instance ; and also in psychol- 
ogy, since the latter deals with sense impressions and their inter- 
pretation ; that is, with the channels through which the other sciences 
get their data, while without some knowledge of biology he is, as a 
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psychologist, of course not properly equipped. To be sure, the 
philosopher ean not know all science, but neither can the chemist 
know all chemistry. But it is perfectly possible for one mind to 
be acquainted with the leading conceptions of the various sciences, 
and to know what their larger problems are, and it is precisely with 
these that the teacher of philosophy is concerned. In his synthetic 
function the teacher may favor any scheme that the student can 
most easily grasp, but it must above all be one that can be revised, 
and one that does not disparage or depreciate science. As an ex- 
ample of what the philosopher's temper ought not to be, I would 
merely refer to Ward's "Naturalism and Agnosticism." A great 
part of what the author says is perfectly true, and yet, though he 
denies that he disparages science, the spirit of disparagement is 
there. And no philosopher who writes and speaks in that temper 
can hope that his department will ever become the clearing-house 
of the sciences in his university. Yet this is a matter of vital impor- 
tance to him, since he can not dispense with the cooperation of his 
colleagues. He needs them as much as they need him. The present 
lack of confidence and of cordial cooperation between the philos- 
ophers and the men of science is evidently bad for all concerned. 
The physicists and chemists, for instance, are discovering, now that 
they have begun to examine the substructures of their sciences, that 
they have entered the realm of philosophy, and they will find out 
that they can not safely ignore the thinkers who have preceded them. 
When they affect contempt for all previous efforts, the result in the 
case even of the most brilliant specialists is not conspicuously suc- 
cessful; witness the raw psychology and the crude substitute for 
metaphysics of so able a man as Karl Pearson. It is said that every 
man at some time in his life thinks that he can preach ; and there is 
a similar native confidence in the ability to philosophize. The philos- 
ophers and preachers are neither envious nor jealous, and have no 
objection whatever to the ambitious efforts of the novices; but their 
experience in such cases has not destroyed their faith in the value 
of training in this, as in other fields. 

On the other hand, the teacher of philosophy can only do his 
work by the help of broad-minded men in other departments. The 
ideal situation is one in which the teacher of every science leads the 
student to see the larger relations of the subject, especially with 
the disciplines that are closely akin. The relations of physics, chem- 
istry, astronomy, biology, and psychology ought to be suggested by 
the specialists in those fields. It is not necessary for them in doing 
this to give special lectures on these general themes in the philo- 
sophic lecture-room, although it would be a happy thing if they 
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did so. The various fields of investigation are more or less arbi- 
trarily defined, the isolation being merely for convenience of re- 
search and teaching, and not absolute. If the philosophical teacher 
had the sympathy and cordial cooperation of his colleagues, if they 
made their students feel that each science is a part of philosophy, an 
organic constituent of the one body of truth, his own work of sug- 
gestive synthesis, of organization and systematization, would be per- 
formed with greater ease and thoroughness. The result would be 
gain for the specialists as well as for those whose business is with the 
problem of the whole. For it is a well-known, but not sufficiently 
appreciated, fact that the current of interest flows downward, and 
that no one is more eager for facts than he who wants them, par- 
tially at least, for the light that they throw upon larger problems, 
such as that of man's place in the cosmos. And it is precisely be- 
cause they ignore these larger considerations that stimulate the 
interest of the student and enable him to see the bearing of their 
researches, that some of our best men of science are such poor 
teachers. Facts have value because of their significance, and they 
are significant because they affect some interest. And the great, 
permanent, research-inspiring, and research-sustaining interest is 
the philosophic. Utility and commercial value are important and 
worthy considerations, but they alone can not beget the enthusiasm 
for knowledge and the ardor that sustains those laborious investiga- 
tions which are such important factors in our civilization. Phi- 
losophy, as Plato understood it, the endeavor of the mind toward 
such a view of the whole as will enable it to orient itself and to 
see human affairs in proper perspective, is, therefore, a great fer- 
tilizing power, and deserves to be nourished for the vitality that 
it gives to science. 

It must not be forgotten that philosophy, to have constructive 
value, to render the essential services which naturally devolve upon 
it, but which it does not now adequately perform, must emphasize 
the unity of science, not undermine it. It may properly make plain 
that human knowledge is a construction, but it deserves the contempt 
it receives if its final effect is to impair confidence in the validity 
of those inferences which we have to make in order to live. More- 
over, philosophy is more a matter of teacher than of subject. As 
there is no magic in Hebrew literature through which readers of it 
are infallibly made good, so there is nothing in the history of 
philosophy which, regardless of the way in which it is taught, 
inevitably produces those large, judicial, comprehensive views at 
which philosophic instruction aims. It may be presented in such 
a way as to leave the impression that it is the record of a series of 
futile and profitless efforts. Yet, as we know, it is really a history 
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of the evolution of the great ideas of the human race, of the 
development of that form of life which we call intelligence; and, 
properly handled, nothing is more concrete or has a greater culture 
value. 

It has long seemed to me that as a means of effecting that 
organization of the mental life which is a condition of normal 
growth, the student should be encouraged to study some one system 
well. If he becomes for a time a disciple, so much the better; for 
he will then know one system from the inside, and he will have set 
up a pair of ordinates in the flux, by reference to which all other 
systems can be understood. He who never sees plausibility in any 
world- view, who has no sympathy with any, understands none. But 
he who has once entered into a system, can then get at least partially 
out of it, and make the necessary concessions to other views, so that 
the danger of partisanship and fanatical discipleship will be escaped. 
He who follows this method must in each case decide on the system 
to be used as a point of departure. If he selects one of the physical 
or mechanical philosophies, his task is to supplement or expand it 
so that life, mind, and purposive action shall have a natural place 
in it. Human life is obstinately teleological, and since men and 
women are parts of nature, and not importations from some realm 
beyond the universe, their aspirations, their foresight, their en- 
deavors after rational conceptions and rational conduct, can no 
more be ignored than matter and motion. The physical philosopher 
must, therefore, expand his scheme so that all these shall be included. 

On the other hand, if one begins with one of the great moral 
philosophies, that of Aristotle, for instance, the problem is reversed ; 
it is to find a place for physics. In any event, there is no question 
of final solutions. What is to be aimed at is the production of an 
awareness of the cosmic setting of human life, a widening of the 
intellectual horizon to the utmost, a knowledge of past efforts at 
unitary views sufficient to serve as a protection from philosophic 
diseases, an understanding of what the great problems are, and 
the awakening of the deathless desire to know. For among all the 
things that are good, there is nothing better than the lifelong 
endeavor of the mind to get its bearings in the universe, than man's 
search for the thoughts that give dignity to human life. If we dis- 
cern the time, if we conceive the occasion rightly, we shall retire 
into the background, or hand over to the special sciences, the greater 
part of these minute mathematical, logical, and epistemological re- 
searches which are now so prominent, and magnify our proper 
function, which is to assist in the development of that finest flower 
of culture, the philosophic mind. George R. Dodson. 

St. Louis, Mo. 



